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      (even if some us are no longer strictly gals)

      

      I’m glad I found my people. Thank you for everything.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          PRIOR TO THE FIRST KING’S RISE

        

      

    

    
      Haith was finally alone. The lights of the city glowed below the Brightspir palace and the wind on the quiet balcony they had retreated to welcomed them softly, the ruckus of their coronation celebrations left far behind. The new weight of the crown was heavy at their brow, the culmination of all they had worked for.

      They were a Dusk Lord at last.

      “It has always been the Stormborn’s place to lead the seasons and our people. Though my Lord Haith is still young, none should be surprised by your capability.”

      The words rang out at Haith’s back, cutting above the faint strains of music floating down from the spire of the palace, and Haith had not needed to turn to know who had broken into their quiet refuge. Leaning toward Haith, Camillus continued, “But leaving the party so soon on your coronation night, how will you survive a whole season of this gaiety?”

      Haith wasn’t so sure themself, but said, “Even if the season is not my choice, I still plan to make a worthy servant to the crown and my people.”

      Camillus’s attentive gaze tracked the bright moon and violet night spread above, the light and sound cascading down from the spire. “Not your choice. Oh, it would be mine.”

      Haith felt a rare smile twitch their lips in response.

      Camillus looked away from the echoes of gaiety, sighing wistfully. “I too hope to serve one day.”

      At that, Haith’s smile froze.

      “Camillus, you are—” Haith started and stopped, the flicker of the city below sliding away in favour of truly noticing the man across from them.

      Human, was Haith’s only thought. Too human.

      They laughed.

      Next to Camillus, Haith was shining evenspan and frostfall storms made flesh. They were golden like the stars that came out in that time before lightrise faded and nightrun fell and silver like a flash of lightning without thunder. The glow of Haith’s eyes, paler and brighter than the moon, reflected in the deepness of Camillus’s gaze, Haith’s burning hair, the colour of lightning turned to pale liquid, sending his into deeper shadow. The power of their truth and the potency of their Dusk Blood granted them dominion over the storm and with it light and water and the wind. Amongst most of the Blooded, Camillus’s half-blood could be hidden beneath his intelligence and the intensity of his attention, but next to Haith . . .

      Haith remembered every truth they spoke, the words that had prefaced it, and who had asked it of them. Before this night, each truth of Haith’s had been carefully given. Such a gift could easily turn against them, so they had grown practised at simply holding their tongue against the honesty that was one part of their power, one part the reason they had been chosen to lead. But this time, they found themselves giving Camillus what he had not asked for. A truth that Haith could not take back.

      “If you were to try,” Haith said, every word dripping with dangerous foresight, “your weak blood would not command this crown as I do. It would command you, send the world into disorder and disarray, and send you mad.”

      Camillus’s long fingers had reached for them, snagged, and caught around Haith’s wrist as they turned away. The slight pain pinched on Haith’s skin, and they turned back to loosen it, expression severe in the face of Camillus’s unrestrained intensity.

      “It is not traditional for the crowned to give gifts on this night of splendour. Especially as your gift of truth does me little credit, considering I did not ask for it. What ominous words you have given me without cause. But even the purity of your gift makes you no oracle. We cannot know its worth until it is tested.”

      Camillus’s burning, pinpoint gaze on Haith flickered, and the intensity of his attention on them slipped into a courteous ease and a slow smile curved his lips, some dark humour lingering in its edge. His grip on Haith loosened with the lightness of his expression but did not entirely let its captive go. The pad of a finger pressed into Haith’s pulse point, leaving a trail of gold in both their hands and up their wrists as the Dusk Blood in Haith’s veins reacted to Camillus’s own. Camillus admired the light that trailed beneath his skin as though its presence in both of them was enough to make them the same.

      “I can do it, Haith. I want to be a Dusk Lord.”

      “Even so, we have no seasons to spare for you.”

      Haith slid free of Camillus’s grip, the joy that suffused the nightrun suddenly bitter, the lights below suddenly dim.

      “You may do what you will, Camillus, but do not wish for approval from me. You will not get it.”

      Camillus reached out and tugged at the chains which were belted at Haith’s waist, a symbol of the Dusk Lords’ commitment to service. His gesture made Haith freeze with how familiar it was, but Camillus’s smile was guileless when he replied, “My only wish is to serve, my Lord Haith.”
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        * * *

      

      Do what you will. These had been dangerous words and Haith should have known better than to speak them to Camillus.
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        * * *

      

      The clean snap of wrought glass echoed through the council room. For a Dusk Lord to break their chains of service was once a sign of irreparable difference. Camillus didn’t even blink when Haith snapped theirs.

      “Something wrong, my Lord Haith?”

      “You invite your father’s court to the end of our season,” Haith bit out, surprised at the anger that was building in them, fuelling the spark of light in their blood. “Why? He is charged with conspiracy against the crown. He is not to return, and this is not a human-born land. The exiles”—Haith did not miss the way Camillus twitched at that—“the shipwrecked, we accept those, but the people from across the sea, their kings and courts, should stay there.”

      “One of these rises, Haith, it would be refreshing if you came before me with a little sweetness. I’ve seen you with Prosper’s Raven, I know you can.”

      “You haven’t earned my regard, let alone anything more,” Haith countered. “You’ve claimed a crown that you cannot command, disbanded the court mid-season, sent guards to stand at my door and trail me about the palace, and don’t think your ‘terms’ for Feng fool me. Feng is an independent Blooded territory. We are not an Empire.”

      “Not yet,” Camillus responded lightly.

      Haith fought the urge to yank Camillus off the throne and dash the damned crown that had started this into broken splinters. “You are not a king, Camillus! Dusk Lords do not rule alone or eternal⁠—”

      “My Lord Haith, you have never been careful with your advice and your lack of faith but let us not forget that it was you who said, ‘Do what you will.’ I heard you. If you had some other truth to share, you cannot blame me if I did not hear it because you did not share it!”

      Camillus stepped away because Haith would not, turning away and then turning back again, before continuing. “Even you should know by now that my only wish is to serve. Isn’t that what Dusk Lords do?”

      Haith shook their head. “You make me wonder. You command the Lords as though you have no intention of releasing the crown to Prosper come next season. Is one not enough for you? Or must you have them all?”

      Haith saw Camillus’s eyes flash and squared their shoulders in response, tilting their chin in defiance.

      “Don’t you ever get tired of this, Haith?” Camillus opined suddenly. “Wouldn’t it be easier for everyone if you could accept that I am exactly what I seem?”

      Haith stoppered the insolent laugh that bubbled up in their chest. “I do accept that, Camillus. I’m the only one who does. The other Lords will ignore it for the sake of peace but to me, what you seem is exactly what you are.”

      “For one so famed for choosing their truths carefully, I must admit I cannot wait to hear what you think of me after all this time,” Camillus answered darkly, returning to the dais and waving a condescending hand for Haith to continue. “Don’t be shy, Haith. Tell me who I really am.”

      Haith bristled at the way Camillus’s smirk lifted in false indulgence and stalked over to the dais. “You are the son of an exiled prince and a Dusk Lord, so you thought you were owed a crown, despite having nothing to recommend you. You want the truths I have not shared; I shall provide them.”

      Haith enjoyed the way Camillus’s easy smirk quickly dropped away and made no move to hold their truth-laden tongue, as they had been doing all season. “You’re not a real Dusk Lord, Camillus, you didn’t do this to serve your people. You did it to serve yourself. If you wanted a crown, you should’ve followed your father across the sea. Ours isn’t yours to take. We have no kings here.”

      They gave a short, insulting bow to finish and said, “Will my truth serve, my lord?”

      Camillus sat frozen for a moment, still staring down at Haith, before slowly thawing, as though Haith’s words had been cold enough to turn him to a frost-rimed statue. Eventually, he shook his head, a war for control raging across his face until he finally settled on a scornful smile.

      “Your gift of truth does me little credit,” he said, repeating the words he’d spoken that first time and Haith struggled to hide a flinch. “You judge me harshly, Lord Haith.”

      He slid purposefully off the throne, reaching out to snatch Haith’s hand with the chains still clenched within. “But as I said all that time ago, we cannot know the true worth of your gift until it is tested. I don’t think it will matter who is a real Dusk Lord for much longer. Because if Mistral has no kings, then I guess something, or someone, should stop me from becoming one come end of season. The first king.”

      He pulled the chains from between Haith’s fingers and stalked out of the throne room. “Let’s put your words to the test, honourable Haith, and see if you lie.”

      Haith followed and stopped just inside of the heavy doors flung wide open. Pulling on the threads of power within them, Haith summoned the wind to their side. The doors rocked in their sockets.

      “Camillus, I remember every truth I speak, the words that preface it, and who has asked it of me. And I have just one more for you. Test it all you want. You will not be king forever . . . and no king of your line will ever sit on this throne.”

      Haith pushed on the doors and though Camillus rushed to try to stop them, the doors slammed shut with a booming gust of wind. Haith marked it with the blood that blossomed from the chain marks dug into their hand. Closing their eyes, Haith pulled on the well of power that infused their blood, the whispers of the wind still strong in their ears, and light shattered across the throne room. Haith disappeared.

      A storm cracked across the skies, clouds rolling in dark across the warm evenspan and bringing with them the last frostfall of the season. But there was no one in the throne room to see it and the doors were sealed shut.

      And they remained shut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The Oathbreaker was rocking on shallow waves, the sound of creaking wood a familiar lullaby to her inhabitants. The sky above the jutting topmast was dark, cut through with dull golden stars and a dying moon, closing its second run across the violet night. The light had been long during the previous rise, the evenspan that followed brief but welcome, but silence had taken an unusual hold over the port city of Phirrun and every ship in its docks with the coming of nightrun. Nothing issued forth from the Oathbreaker’s sleeping crew, and even the scratch of the captain’s quill was missing where it should’ve been lost under the former’s snores and shifting. The cook wasn’t humming gently in the galley, and there wasn’t the slightest trace of Edge’s bare feet padding around on deck as he took his watch. An unexpected slumber had befallen the ship with the season’s warm sunning wind and a calm sea.

      Then, in the distance, a bell tolled.

      The quiet was broken like a twig being snapped in two. Sound returned to the ship and the city beyond it with sudden ferocity, and movement immediately followed. Feet began tramping up and down the wood floors and voices rose from all points of the ship, without care for any still abed. The silence retreated from every crevice and dark corner, finding no place to rest on the now alive Oathbreaker, excepting one.

      A heavy door remained unopened despite the din and calls to work. Behind it, all was still and quiet, punctuated by soft breathing only to remind the room that its occupant was still, in fact, alive. The bundle of bedclothes that formed a vaguely human shape could just as likely be mistaken for another heap of clothes, like those that littered the floor, the chair by the desk, and the chest by the bottom of the bed. Or perhaps a collection of trinkets like those that filled the shelves, drawers, and desktop alike . . . If not for the fact that the bundle was breathing.

      Two sharp knocks on the door banished the only refuge for the all-encompassing silence, but the sound vanished without conclusion as the body under the covers answered the knocks with a resolved muteness and a practised stillness. The silence took hold again. One sharper and more impatient knock rapped out against the heavy wood of the door before it was thrown open with surprising ease. Lightrise poured in, along with the scent of hot food and salt-sprayed air.

      The body rolled over with some difficulty and bright, unnatural eyes glared sleepily at the man standing with a wide grin in the doorway.

      “Is the sun even up yet?” the Strange-eyed boy demanded, scrunching his eyes in distaste and shifting away from the lighted doorway and the captain of the Oathbreaker’s expectant expression which was boring into him.

      “No, but work begins when I say it does, run or rise. Present company included,” the captain answered, the lift at the corner of his mouth growing more amused at the theatric whine that issued forth from the covers, gracing his handsome face with good humour. His green eyes, capricious and twinkling, were now the colour of grass, next cooling jade.

      He toed a pile of clothes by the foot of the doorway. “What a mess.”

      A questioning grunt surfaced from the direction of the bed.

      The lift on the captain’s face turned provocative. “Alice will be disappointed.” He turned and stepped back through the door as the figure emerged from the bed in a flurry of tangled sheets and into the slanted light.

      “Be on deck shortly. And clean this mess up at some point, won’t you, Shye?”

      The man stopped short in the small hall beyond the room and turned on his heel to face his charge once again.

      Shye propped himself up against the bed, one hand buried in his hair, while the other fiddled with a broken hair tie. He swore quietly to the room as he tried to coordinate the two to work together.

      “Don’t go back to sleep,” the captain commanded, as he wandered away again and up to the deck.

      Shye struggled a few moments more with the tie before securing it around his tousled curls, and jammed on a pair of oilskin boots. He threw his worn green cloak over his shoulders and drew up the hood. The seams were lined with weights so that it hid most of his face from view and wouldn’t fall prey to the billows of wind up top or any curious, catching fingers. Leaving the room behind, he followed after his master.

      The ship beyond was a hive of activity as crewmembers darted up and down the gangplank, depositing crates of merchandise to be transported to both reputable and disreputable storehouses and buyers within the Empire, while the captain stood at the quarterdeck with Alice and Edge, and Butler hauled cargo up to the main deck for disembarkation. Shye looked around but couldn’t spot Muse; probably vanished somewhere up the main mast checking the sails, before fixing the cargo net.  He’ll have a hell of a time fixing that, he thought, and Edge won’t make it easy. There was no doubt that Edge had been enjoying watching Butler haul all the cargo off the boat by himself from his prime spot on the quarter deck. Even Shye had noticed how attentive Edge was to the big man’s labour and the covetous look in his eyes.

      Shye considered scrambling up after Muse to warn him not to fix it, if it meant ruining Edge’s good mood.

      He preferred Muse’s easy, rough ways over the handling he got from some other members of the crew, but with the itch of the broken tie digging into his scalp, he stepped up to Butler instead. Intercepting the next create with some difficulty as the weight of it bore down on him, though Butler hauled them up from below with relative ease, Shye gave a quick nod to his guardian above on the quarterdeck and joined in on tramping down the gangway onto solid land for the first time since leaving Feng, a whole season ago.

      The streets of Phirrun were sheeted with pale, grimed stone; the short-lived sun baths of the current season too quick-moving to give them a good washing like next season’s frostfalls would. The moon would hold more sway then, the light shines would be short, and the falls would come for several rises and runs, and between there would be fires and foolishness in the evenspan as the big cities of Emin Rif closed their businesses against the dark and threw festivals. The spidered veins of mineral that ran through Phirrun’s stones would glitter in the frosted nightrun.

      Ammolite, gem silica, sunstone, moonstone, labradorite, and bone scarred the stone to show just how old the city was. Sealed stone could only be found in the original territories of the Dusk Blooded. The original people that had shaped these lands and cities had been conquered and cast aside by human inhabitants before the written histories of the Empire even began, but their ghosts could still be seen in places like Phirrun. In people like Shye.

      The capital and seat of the crown, Mistral, was the only other one in the Mountain and River Lands that had the seals. Though, it was not the only other in the Empire – or at least in the lands they claimed. Whether those lands felt the same was another thing altogether.

      Shye had not seen the streets of Thorel on the Islands of Feng, but he could dream they were deeper and cleaner than these, and the rivers that glittered in them would be brimming with something more than Shye’s own Strangeness. Something of the Old World, something from the same place as him, that wasn’t covered in the waste and ruin of more than a thousand years of neglect.

      Shye dropped the crate among the others marked with the Feng-Tanaren clan insignia, careful not to mix it up with those from Feng-Rel. The symbol of a spiral with a trailing tail was used by every clan in Feng to represent the islands. Colour and the clan name attached were the only difference. Feng-Tanaren used painted garnet dust to mark out their merchandise. Shye double-checked the side of the crate and hissed out a breath of relief to see the crimson mark. He toed an errant patch of wet weeds with his boot, imagining the damp warmth of the stone beneath his bare feet. Would he hear it sing under him when his skin touched it? Would the seals of his folk, those veins of coloured glass, carved into ages-old stone, remember him? Like Oathbreaker remembered him, was almost a part of him, from her sails and the wind that moved them, to her wooden heart, and every heavy door. They were his, and if he called them, they would listen. Could a city be the same?

      Shye.

      Shye whirled around, his hair flinging out of its hasty tie and tumbling to hang about his face and neck. But for once it wasn’t the wind through the Oathbreaker that whispered his name, it was old stones and old earth somewhere far from the docks. The feeling of storms breaking across dark waters, like the ones the Oathbreaker crossed at nightrun hit upon by a flash storm, suddenly rose up in his middle from somewhere deep inside. He blinked and the feeling subsided as he pulled his fingers away from the patch of moss and stone they’d reached out and brushed without permission. Through the heavy material of his boots, the stone was solid and dead, and his name wasn’t coming from within the city anymore but from the deck with the rough husk of an irritated and impatient Edge. Shye turned towards the city and waited a moment, but whatever it was didn’t call his name again, leaving only Edge and his growing agitation. Shye tapped the nearby load with fine, light fingers and sprinted back up the gangway to collect another, quickly forgetting the whisper he’d thought he’d heard before Edge had called out his name.

      Every step away seemed to drag with an inexorable pull back into the city. The possibilities waiting there were only made more alluring by the scrape of loose hair against his neck and the promise of fixing that first. Setting down the crate on top of another cart sent by one of many secretive buyers the captain maintained dealings with, Shye glanced up at the ship. He trailed his eyes along her sleek lines and well-loved trimmings before he met the captain’s gaze.

      Shye started, flushing. Guilt began to drip into his stomach, not because he wanted to run off, abandon his duties, and explore a city he’d rarely been allowed to see, but because doing so was dangerous, and more dangerous was the temptation to seek that feeling of connection beyond the shelter of the Oathbreaker.

      He busied himself with securing the load. When he peeked over the crates, the captain had moved onto more important things and was arguing with Alice, while he grasped a roster firmly in hand. Shye blew out his breath in a huff, in reproach of his restlessness. Scuffing the wet weeds free with the toe of his boot and glancing again at the busy ship, where few of the crew had care of him at the moment, Shye watched the captain move off from the quarterdeck and pass out of sight.

      Shye.

      He flinched. His mind twitched towards freedom, and he forced himself back to the ship. It took him more than half the lightrise and sixty crates of merchandise to give in to the whispered command and slip away, leaving the rest of the unloading to Butler and the sorry crew responsible for it. Part of him was sure the guilt would slip down inside him again, but to wander a city or even just its docks and bays without a crewmember present was a rare occurrence and this errand didn’t need company.

      His broken tie was a clumsy excuse, but then the captain didn’t usually care for excuses, and Shye was sure he wasn’t going to get away unnoticed for long. At least, if he was going to get caught, he’d have a new tie and no complaints about how he’d spent his time in the port city. After all, there were few better cities to play hooky in than Phirrun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Once past the wide stretch of the docks, Phirrun was a mess of alleys and streets, narrow and wide and curving often into dead ends. The buildings of the city collapsed in on each other but were so tightly packed that they stayed upright only by virtue of their co-dependency. The only people Shye passed on the streets whose guild he recognised were the sun-browned sailors, scarred from brawls, hard labour and, unlike many of his captain’s operations, various services for the crown. The anchors inked into the back of their hands united them under the edicts of the Empire.

      Shye’s apprentice mark of faded camphire dye had washed almost out of sight and would need to be redone soon, along with the rest of the crew’s black ink fakeries. The captain preferred that all legality required by the Empire be flexible on board the Oathbreaker, guild inkings included.

      “We’re not thieves, Shye,” he remembered his captain saying once, “we’re nautical tax dodgers helping other tax dodgers move their product. There isn’t a high guild for it, but no one gets hanged for it either.” But even Shye knew it wasn’t that simple, even if he was not included, required, or wanted on the subject of how not simple the Oathbreaker’s work really was.

      Among the crowd of the city, he could vaguely spot the minor noble, and knew a merchant from Feng by their braided hair, their skin smooth and dark, and flecked with gold, like Muse’s. The insignia inked on their graceful necks were different from guild inkings by the clan colours they displayed and the defiant nature of the mark. Singularly Feng and only barely imperial, like the islands themselves which still vied for independence. He had little idea who the ladies with sapphires in their knuckles were, only that sapphires were not the only gems those sorts of ladies carried embedded in their skin, and that it meant something significant for a lady to flaunt a gem in all ten. Many only bore them in a single hand.

      What Shye did know was that any one of them could be a Raven and he stopped himself from examining those around him too closely, just in case. What criteria the crown used to select their spies was unknown, but they were everywhere, their eyes watching in every city, their intelligence stretching from the throne room to the edge of the Empire. And should a Raven be looking to examine Shye, he kept his head down and his hood up, for each and every one of the crew’s usual superstitions. Mostly for the rational ones, like Ravens and secret stealers, along with the irrational ones, like weather nymphs who giggle and whistle up the winds, and marsh witches who summon quickening fog, and to end his captain’s jibes that only princes hold their heads that high – princes and swans.

      Shye had not appreciated either attempt at a nickname.

      He had been born with an experienced sailor’s sunning-dark skin, which wasn’t unusual on the islands that dotted the coast or around the ports on the mainland, especially among his own folk. No man nor Raven could find fault in that at least, though he couldn’t claim ancestry from any clan in Feng, as many did. But if they looked closer, there had been some that picked Strangeness in the structure of his face, with its noble high cheekbones and a nose that had never been broken. A miraculous feat for almost any sailor except for Muse, the captain, and himself. If they looked closer than that, they’d see his eyes.

      Little more than pure Strangeness existed within those.

      With his hood up, Shye looked like every other one of those sailors, with only the lowest denominations of imperial glass to their name, a few jade fans and some night’s eyes at most.

      He weaved around a couple strolling through the dim street. His eyes caught on the gems lining the woman’s knuckles, the long, needle-thin knife sheathed next to the bunch of blood lily and lemongrass tucked into her belt, and swerved to brush by a plum-spice drunk sailor staggering down towards the way Shye had come. Rubbing shoulders couldn’t be avoided in such close quarters and the sailor didn’t even notice the heavy impact as he careened into Shye’s side and staggered onwards. But Shye didn’t like the look of that lady. She might’ve felt the whisper of his cloak as he passed and perhaps, when she looked at him, she’d see through his hood and steal the secrets right from his eyes.

      People let the couple pass into a lane that was wider, brighter, and cleaner than the rest of the city put together. Round candle-lamps bobbed on long poles overhead, even during the lightrise, and a million scents wafted from the lane into the rest of the city, all of them so rare to Shye that it wasn’t only the spice that seemed intoxicating. Once the couple had disappeared into the crowd, Shye skipped over a fallen barrel spilling fish onto the grotty street and joined the heaving crowd at the top of the street, taking in the view.

      Stalling Alley was the entire Phirrun market district stretched into one long, wide, snaking street. Stalls lined up along its length, from one end of the city to the other, each one selling as many different wares from as many different places as one could walk, ride, or sail to. The air was heavy with perfumes and soaps, food, liquored spice, oils, and powdered goods, and just when the crowd seemed like they were drowning in it, along would come the sweeping sea wind and blow it all away.

      The street rang with voices, merchants – and the traders a rank below them – haggling and spruiking, while those ladies that could take leisure giggled behind gloved hands to hide their inkings and laced fans to hide their whispers, while others with less leisure hurried along at a business pace. Roughened sailors like Shye made beelines towards the stalls whose services they sought and were off again before too long. The clientele of Stalling Alley was many and varied, yet not even the lowest or the least imperial among them would test the punishment for petty crime.

      Shye liked to believe it was the influence of the old stones that protected wares and marketgoers alike from light fingers, rather than the risk of losing them. Scouring each stall as he passed, he glanced up at the signs that decorated the tops and sides of each booth, searching for a familiar brand. Jewellers, smiths, medicinalists and medicas, haberdashers, milliners, so-called rarity sellers, and libationists, all called out to him and the rest of the crowd to buy, look, touch, and taste their wares. None had what he was looking for.

      Finally, he saw it. Burned into a wooden sign above a stall was a curling spiral with a trailing tail, this time in bright white for merchants from the city and clan of Feng-Aeth. The booth sat, colourfully arranged like the set of islands its wares came from, between a woodcarver and a lock maker, with clothes, cloths, threads, ribbons, and even beads hung over the windows, chairs, counters, and on the wall behind at the back of the shop. Every colour, shade, material, style, and texture had some presence on display.

      Shye slipped through the crowd towards it.

      The Feng trained the masters of weaving and dyeing, producing the softest fabrics and the longest-lasting cloths, though their record-keeping, spiced liquor, and governing council were also to be feared in their efficiency and quality of purpose. Their islands, which lay to the north-west of the Mountain and River Lands – what the imperials called Emin Rif – could more easily export their goods by legal trade to Corentin and sell their merchandise in the Empire’s smaller port city in the west. Despite this, there would always be a Feng presence in Stalling Alley where the business was frequent, and the crown’s fees for import could be recouped in trade or, for some, made avoidable. Like the taxes on those crates Shye had been hauling for most of the lightrise.

      The last tie Shye had bought had been from the market on a small island off Phirrun’s coast and had lasted half as long as the one before that, picked up for him by the crew in the Islands of Feng, in their capital of Thorel. Quality paid for itself sometimes.

      “Ah,” the Feng merchant’s voice rang out, clear and strong over the counter, despite the tiny, corded frame, and dark hair threaded with silver string. “A gentleman customer. How can I help you, friend?”

      Looking over the Feng merchant’s wares, Shye poked and prodded at the selection of ribbons. Too thick for his purpose, too nice for a sailor, too flimsy, too colourful; none of what he could see were fit for a little wear and tear. Shye leaned in closer to the small merchant, who had been eyeing his search with keenness and a small smile that said they were already well aware of what Shye was looking for. There was a certain something about the Feng, the imperials probably would’ve termed it Strangeness and tossed his captain and crew in with them, as if all Strange things came from his Dusk Blooded kind and were not simply just strange.

      The imperials couldn’t even use the title. They called them Strange or simply ‘folk’ out of remembrance, even fear, of what they had been. As if those two words were enough to wake them from the dead. The Dusk Blooded had been known to this world, like Shye was known to the Oathbreaker, like nightrun knows its stars and a bolt of lightning knows the storm it’s born upon. There were things they’d been able to do, manifestations of will and wonder, things that died with the rise of the Empire. And now, we are something less than we were, Shye thought bitterly, not wonderous, just different. Just Strange.

      The merchant coughed politely, and Shye was knocked from his contemplation, eyes darting across all the options of ribbon before him.

      “I need a thin length of material . . .” he began, heat flushing in his face, and was stopped by the small laugh that bubbled up from the merchant.

      “No need to be shy,” they said, voice neither high nor low but perfectly balanced, with a thread of enthusiasm running through it. “Is it for a friend of yours? No, I know. Airy always does.”

      They paused and then went on, puttering about the shop, only half addressing Shye, “No. What colour and material? Let me see.”

      Shye thought that was what it was about the Feng, not Strangeness but keenness; sharpness. A seized understanding. The merchant looked at him, seeing only the pull of his cowl and the skim of cheekbones, mouth and jaw, and ran their fingers over silks and ribbons of different shades of brown, black, grey and blue, sensing without input that they were not right.

      “In all practicality,” the merchant continued, “you want a strip of good-quality leather, preferably oil skin. It lasts for an extensive period of time, can handle various weather conditions, and draws no more attention than the rest of you.”

      The keen gaze travelled swiftly down and then back up. Their mouth quirked upwards.

      “I have something better, I think. Not too thick, strong and durable. You would want it so long.” The merchant made a gesture of measurement with their fingers, needing no more input from Shye than he had given in the first place. They turned away and opened a drawer draped in velvety fabrics beneath the benches, before retrieving a reel of material the like of which was unfamiliar to Shye. The merchant measured the length again, cutting the reel through and holding it up for Shye’s inspection. It was ice-blue, with a dull shine like polished metal; tough, but yielding like leather.

      “It’s called winterhide, recently developed for the Imperial Navy. Admittedly, it has a brighter colouring than you would probably like, but something to brighten you up might not be a bad thing, and its advantages in durability make it worth the unusual dye. And the price.”

      Shye nodded. The merchant dropped the length into his palm where it coiled, glinting against his skin.

      “Two suns.”

      Shye flinched a little. Good-quality leather was five eyes at most. Two suns was extortionate. The captain would not be happy he’d paid so much for a simple hair tie.

      He handed over the required glass. The captain was already unhappy with him anyway.

      The merchant waved him away from the stall with a gentle hand. “Thank you for your business, friend. And fair winds on your next journey, sailor.”

      “Thank you, Master.”

      Shye took the winterhide and melted back into the swelling crowd. On his way back to the Oathbreaker, he vaguely perused stalls. Stalling Alley may have been the most popular marketplace in Emin Rif, but that didn’t make it honest. Most vendors offered illegal and sometimes impossible things after market hours and in tavern back rooms for the right price, or to the gullible-enough client; from mood and performance enhancers made of honey-like amber globules and folk-crafted storm-glass daggers, to blue smoke grenades and witching sticks. The stories had been surfacing again of the Imperial Navy policing the smaller islands of Feng and going missing in the lightrise fog. Witching sticks were in high demand again among the merchants, with rumours of marsh witches being responsible for the disappearances.

      Yet if there was one thing Captain Creed vehemently protested – aside from shipping taxes, and all other taxes for that matter, plus the Imperial Navy, and the Empire as a whole – it was the Blood Manifest. His kind’s ability to move this world and to make it something else, to bend jewels from stone, bloom seasons from hard ground, heal grievous wounds with only breath and silver string, and to split the sky with howling gales, their Dusk Blood and its connection to the world made manifest – all that was gone. The land that lived did so in silence without the Dusk Blooded to give it voice.

      According to the captain, all that was left of the Old World was bad luck, thinning blood, recessive folklines, and Shye. All that was left of the Strange ones were the stones beneath Shye’s boots.

      But Shye felt there was something deeply wrong with that. Surely, he could not be the only one who had more Dusk in him than just a waning folkline in the entire Empire. The only one whose ancient blood was so evident he had to hide it away, the only one the Empire might think still had power.

      The bell tolled down by the docks and Shye startled. He had run out of time to follow the snaking trail of Stalling Alley all the way around, and he had delayed the inevitable too long already. The captain was rarely impressed by anyone skimping on their duties, even less when it was his charge. Shye doubled back, twisting through the thick crowd and the maze of streets, till he arrived at the docks just as the last chimes echoed through the quay. He rolled up to the Oathbreaker, heels skidding on the wet patches of weed poking up through stone, and found he was awaited on deck.

      The crew had dissipated to all but one.

      Muse was sitting on the deck railing, pulling a jaunty tune from the strings of a violin.

      Shye relaxed at the familiar sound of bells swinging in the wind, woven into the braided black lengths of the man’s hair, and the counterpoint of well-tuned strings.

      His mouth curled upwards at the familiar sight and his song, and as he dropped from the gangway onto the deck, Muse’s melody turned ominous, before drifting away altogether. His hair jingled with the movement of his head as he turned from the instrument to Shye.

      “All right there, Shye? Captain’s in a pretty tizzy over your runnin’ off this afternoon,” the smiling man greeted, teeth flashing in contrast to his burnished complexion. His eyes were gold like bright sunstones and melted treasures – one of the many thinning folklines that had found their way onto the crew of the Oathbreaker.

      Muse’s folk blood had left him with his talent for unmatched persuasion and for drawing sweet music without a thought from any instrument he set his hands to, though he had always played his violin for so long as Shye had known him. Most of the crew had a touch or two of the Strange, even the captain, but none so much as Shye.

      After the king’s suppression in Mistral all those spans ago, it was no surprise that the captain took to the water and found himself some company. There weren’t many refuges left in Emin Rif for their rebellious kind after that, and the crew weren’t the type to settle quietly in Feng. Shye could count himself lucky to be from Aura, so far out as to rarely be of interest to the Empire that claimed to own it, though he was luckier still to be on this crew.

      The light tinkling of Muse’s bells came again as he twisted his body back over the railing and dropped down onto the deck.

      “He said he’ll be seein’ you when you get back from your ‘adventure in truancy’. He’s in his cabin.”

      Muse turned back to the city, his smile sinking into a simple contentedness, and struck up his violin again. This time, he was ringing out a sea shanty that when sung told of a group of folk-born pirates who robbed a passing ship of all their hats, because they had robbed so long that no true treasure remained. It sounded like something this crew could have done, before the suppression, if they’d had the chance to meet before then. And before Shye had come along and made them complicit in his survival. Now, they took their jobs and pleasures under the cover of nightrun to keep him safe, when they could live rich and name their terms to the prince if they turned him in instead of keeping him.

      He stayed until the song had finished, quietly singing the verses as the lights of the city flickered into the violet evenspan, before going below.
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      Shye stood before the door that was between him and a man he was in no hurry to see. He raised his hand to push it slowly open before changing his mind; his fingers curling into a fist instead. He raised it to rap against the wood when a voice called to him from within.

      “Don’t dally at my door, Shye. Get in here.”

      The captain of the Oathbreaker stood within his spartan quarters, behind a desk that belied the simplicity of the rest of room, piled high as it was with paper, accounts and charts. The captain stood before a selection of books, lined up on one of many shelves, while his fingers danced across their spines.

      His coat was clean and fine; a neat, deep grey with silver embroidery, the ends of the sleeves done up in double cuffs held by minor gems in sets of three. It was an unusual indulgence in finery that meant Shye’s master had important business to attend to. Very important, if the neatly bound hair and clean shave were added to the tally.

      Shye knew the captain had once belonged to an ancient house, but it was rare that crew ever got to see what that might have looked like.

      Shit, Shye thought miserably, I really am in trouble this time.

      At length, just enough time to start Shye shifting uncomfortably on his feet, the captain selected one book and turned to face his ward. His eyes faded from their grassy green to something deeper and quite unimpressed.

      Among those books, Shye wondered if there was one on the possibility of Dusk Bloodedness being reflected in the eyes, or better yet how to control a disposition, as his had a tendency to get away from him and continued to be his greatest liability when it came to the captain’s displeasure. Either way, at least Muse and the captain could get away with theirs. No one could say that persuasion and intuition weren’t useful in their line of work. Truth was an inconvenience at best and potentially deadly at its worst.

      How to will an element would also be helpful. If Shye ever wanted an opening for rediscovering the Blood Manifest, both disposition and element were crucial. But Shye had never heard the voice that was supposed to call to him, never noticed any raw component of the world bend towards his voice or show him any favour. Not even the Oathbreaker could really be said to speak to him, not the way Muse seemed to resonate with the wood of his violin when he played his music.

      Undoubtedly, even if the captain had such a book, it would be the last thing he would ever hand over to his ward.

      “We missed your presence at unloading this afternoon. Care to share what required such immediate attention?”

      “I needed a tie.”

      Shye met his master’s eyes with no regrets, but coloured a little in the silence that followed. The captain broke contact after a moment, releasing Shye from his commitment to not be the one to break first, and turned his attention to the book resting beneath his hand, deftly switching it out for another. There was a frown hiding at the edges of captain’s mouth that made Shye wince. His attitude was only sometimes endearing to his crew and difficult to rein in regardless.

      “You know how I feel about attending to your duties,” came the stern rebuke. “When you came here there were a few things agreed upon by all. Namely, that you would do as you were told, go where you were you told, keep your head down and eyes out of sight.”

      The captain’s green eyes shifted in what many assumed to a be a trick of the light, but Shye knew was not that at all. From clear emerald, they cooled further to something dark and vast enough as to almost be black.

      Shye locked his muscles in place, ducked his head and fixed his gaze firmly on the straight, neat lines of the planked floor. Like many of the things he’d experienced out on the Oathbreaker, the only thing he could do when it came to the captain’s disapproval was to weather it.

      He flinched when a book slammed down on the desk, fingers twisting behind his back as the captain continued.

      “This was the price you agreed to. A time will come when you do not have to hide what you are, but unfortunately it isn’t this one. It comes when I say it does, when it will not cost me my crew or you your life. Do not doubt that if you break our deal, there will be consequences.”

      The captain paused, fingers tapping lightly on the cover of the book, the ornate ring that Shye had never seen him without winked back and forth, sending a play of light across the floor. His tone turned to a command that brooked no argument and Shye felt himself involuntarily pull up straight in response.

      “Tonight, you’ll be woken before the first bell, and you will come with us to meet Master Fox and attain some supplies.”

      He tossed the book to Shye.

      “Read that too. It will afford you no enjoyment and waste your preciously ill-timed freedom. Unless, I suppose, you stumble upon a chance to philosophise with anyone on the subject of greater purpose. Trudging joylessly through it should be punishment enough to remind you not to shirk your duties every time we enter a city bigger than that floating Aurian dockside you were born on. Try to remember these rules protect more than just you.”

      The captain sat languidly down behind his desk and made a shooing gesture in Shye’s direction; his fingers coming up to twist the ring there three times around.

      “Go play.”

      The captain’s eyes were green as grass again when they bent down to his work. Not that that meant much at all. Anyone who thought those eyes made Captain Ezra Creed in any way honest, did not know him well.

      Shye ducked out of the room and made his way back up to the deck.

      Muse had put away his violin and was sitting at the railing by the time Shye crested the stairs, idly splicing rope with practised ease, while waiting for the rest of crew to reappear towards the close of evenspan. His eyes barely shifted from the lights of the city to check the movement of his fingers, relying on the feel of the coarse material to guide him, but he flicked his eyes away from the view to give Shye a curious side-eye as he clambered up to plop down next to him. Muse’s mouth quirked in profile.

      Shye pulled at his hood out of habit, not that he could hide from what would be said when Muse chose to say it.

      “Where’s Butler, Edge, and every other useless cretin on this boat? And Alice?” Shye asked, giving his hood another tug before letting his grip fall from its edge. Looking out over the docks, he tried to guess which lantern-lighted doorways his crew had wandered into in search of comforts they only had on land, whether that be drinks, fights, both, or otherwise. Alice had probably found a bathhouse with a spa.

      Muse breathed a laugh as low and rich as the bells in his hair were light and chiming. “They’d be mighty sad to hear you callin’ them that,” he said, with the sliver of a grin. His fingers worked over the stiff rope without faltering.

      “Sad? Doubtful,” Shye answered, nose wrinkling. “Irritated, maybe. I’d prefer vaguely amused, but I’d settle for sufferance.”

      Muse’s fingers paused in their work and his golden eyes shifted as though to see through the darkness cast by Shye’s hood. “You’ve been spending too much time with the captain and his books.”

      His gaze moved back towards the city. “They’re off enjoyin’ themselves, but they’ll be back before lightrise to make the run. They’re reliable like that.”

      Shye felt the small jab for what it was meant to be. His hand was halfway to his hood already when he noticed and pulled it back into his lap. Rampant pub melodies filtered out from the nearest closed door beneath their dangling feet, and Shye wished Muse would pick up his violin and drown it out with something better, but instead he knotted the splice, put it aside and shifted to face him.

      “So, boyo of ours, what was so important it was worth gettin’ woke before bells tomorrow?”

      Shye grimaced at the thought of so much sleep lost. He pulled the strip of winterhide free from where he’d tied it around his wrist, holding it out between them, where it glinted dully. Muse’s eyes twinkled as he took hold of the fabric; icy blue and burning against his dark, rough palm.

      “Hood off,” he commanded, with a brief spill of anticipation seeping into his voice. Despite the dark emptiness of the Oathbreaker and the street below, Shye still paused. His fingers were so used to pulling his hood forward that he hesitated at pushing it back. The captain’s words rang out again in his head.

      Muse snapped the fingers of his other hand impatiently.

      “No one’s here. Hood off.”

      Shye shuffled round to bare his shoulder and back to Muse, and the cowl fell against them with the deliberate finality it always had when it came to bearing his face and eyes to the world, even the one that existed just inside his room or this one now, blanketed in darkness. His hair scratched his collar, the unbound curls tangled into knots, sometimes brown, sometimes something else.

      Muse cooed mockingly at the sight, producing what Shye knew from experience was a comb and a box of matches from somewhere on his person. He combed the tangles and snarls away with quick efficiency. His question floated into Shye’s ear over the pull of the comb.

      “May I?”

      Shye took a breath and flicked his eyes over the dark street. He should be careful, but he nodded anyway. “Go ahead.”

      He heard the strike of the match, and in the corners of his eyes saw his hair turn in the pale-yellow light it threw. Strands turning violet-white, running with the pallid glow of lightning, consuming every curl of dusty brown. From his roots slipping down to his ends, it ran with the multitude of his old-world blood; one of many gifts from the folk. The Empire could hardly be called fond of Dusk and Strangeness. And those ran in Shye more than most.

      When Muse touched it, combing out the twists and snarls, he felt the sputtering of embers and the veins in his hand flashed gold, and then he blew out the match and the light faded away.

      Shye’s hair crept back to unassuming brownness.

      Muse gathered it, twisted, and bound it low on Shye’s neck, tugging proudly at the bow when he was done.

      “It almost matches your eyes.”

      Shye shuffled back around and faced Muse’s slanting grin. Muse immediately recanted after a thought, “Well, it’s hardly as bright or piercin’ and it certainly is missin’ that Stormborn spark, but there is a similar quality.”

      Muse’s expression turned teasing, taking the rare chance to meet Shye’s gaze without hindrance. “All worldly treasure pales in comparison.”

      He took the folds of Shye’s hood in his hand and pulled it up again. Shye settled it back into place, his features sitting once again in shadow. Muse hummed and pressed his hand down onto Shye’s head with an approving jostle, before picking up his violin. His eyes moved away to track the group of swaying figures making their way down the docks to their ship. As they got closer, he looked back at Shye, trying and failing this time to find his gaze beneath the cowl. He touched two fingers instead to the skim of light across his jaw.

      “One rise, we might find a place where you won’t have to hide them.”

      Taking his hand back, Muse struck up as the figures reached the bottom of the gangway and began to lurch upwards in their direction.

      “Go on below,” he continued. “Rest while you can.”

      “What about my second lecture?” Shye asked dryly, hopping down onto his feet and leaning against the rail, a little surprised Muse would let him get away without one.

      Muse plucked at the strings of his violin and somebody below groaned. Edge’s voice followed it, rising up over the side. “Unless yer’ve got a song which cures headaches and a broken finger, I suggest yer put that bloody thing away.” This was only answered with a chuckle and what sounded like the beginnings of a lullaby.

      More grumbling rose, getting louder. Complaints of headaches and bruises, the odd bitemark or clawed scratch, mixed with victories crowed from inebriated mouths about who won what or who took who and then immediately devolving into squabbling on the same subject. Muse kept playing, guiding them over the rail like a lure and fulfilling their ridiculous superstitions of sirens.

      He flicked a glance towards Shye and said plainly, “Do you want to leave us, Shye?”

      Shye was silent. He focused on the city spread out beyond them and then his attention caught on Butler; a hulking shape in the dark, his teeth flashing pearly at Edge’s grievance with his impolite but efficient medical attention. Butler could mend blood and bone with more skill than any imperial surgeon and had, through talent and training, developed an expertise in refashioning the body to better match the spirit that even Shye – who had never doubted the architecture of his own form – could appreciate. Edge was so proud of Butler’s work he bared his sculpted chest whenever possible. But no one could claim those hands were tender when Butler was mending the minor stuff.

      Shye’s mouth lifted at their exchange. Butler ever calm and cool where Edge was rough and unreasonable. For all Edge complained, there was no doubt he’d keep his finger splinted for as long as Butler instructed.

      Muse’s voice came to him again, breaking through the scene the crew were making around them. “Do you know what happens if you do?”

      A breeze rustled through the Oathbreaker’s sails, her wood creaking underfoot. Shye did know. Or, at least, he had an idea. If he left, the world out there would change. It would change maybe even enough to halt the prince’s upcoming, highly imperial coronation, and wouldn’t that be something. But not something worth dying over or losing his freedom for, and not enough to stop the crown from caging him, maybe killing him. An old thing like him could not live free in the Empire. They’d have to make him theirs or destroy him completely.

      The ship lurched unexpectedly in the harbour and sent the next crewmember, Senate, tripping over the railing, where he sprawled onto the open deck. Alice brought up the rear, stepping over Senate’s cursing form, before reaching down to help him up. Her skin glowed in the weak light. Muse quirked a lip at Shye, who felt an echo of the voice he’d heard on the docks at lightrise slip away from the Oathbreaker’s stowed sails, an unconscious pull within him slithering back down to curl in his stomach, and he swallowed heavily. The Oathbreaker returned to a shallow rock.

      Muse set his eyes back on Shye.

      “Then, there’s nothing I can tell you that you do not know. Whatever the captain has set will not teach you to obey the rules, but it will have to be enough. What more’s to say, my dear? A disposition is one thing, an element another. Without both and Dusk strong enough to awaken it, the Blood Manifest remains a forgotten craft. Even with what power I have, I cannot will it. Without it, this ship is all we have. It is our protector and our home.”

      His focus flicked away, to the crew lingering around and to his soft music, and he jerked his head at the stairs. “Go on below.”

      Shye jostled his
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